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“Postmodernism” is part of the

ART APPRECIATION
Open Educational Resource

by Marie Porterfield Barry
East Tennessee State University, 2020

Introduction
This course explores the world’s visual arts, focusing on the development of visual awareness,
assessment, and appreciation by examining a variety of styles from various periods and cultures while
emphasizing the development of a common visual language. The materials are meant to foster a
broader understanding of the role of visual art in human culture and experience from the prehistoric
through the contemporary.
This is an Open Educational Resource (OER), an openly licensed educational material designed to replace
a traditional textbook.

Course Materials
Presentations

The course materials consist of 24 presentations examining art across the globe from prehistory though
the contemporary art world. These introduce key vocabulary, explore the way that culture and art are
linked, describe the varying methods and techniques of the featured artists, and encourage classroom
discourse.

Reading Lists

Each of the 24 presentations has an accompanying reading list which provides links to articles, videos,
and other resources. The reading list is meant to reinforce and clarify information covered in each of the
presentations.

Sample Assignments

A list of sample assignments is also included. Ranging from brief essays to simple art projects, these are
designed to be completed in a sketchbook to more deeply explore course concepts. Intended to
encourage learners to think like artists, art critics, and art historians, assignments emphasize practices of
creative thinking and artistic method, while reinforcing concepts addressed in classroom lectures and
required readings.

Copyright Information
Creative Commons License

This OER is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International
License (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0); it is intended for non-commercial, educational purposes. Whenever available,
images used within this OER are public domain or licensed under Creative Commons. Each image
includes the individual licensing or copyright information.

Educational Fair Use

Due to the nature of the course materials, some of the works of art covered are protected by copyright.
Images of these works of art are included with a tag stating that they are Educational Fair Use. These
copyrighted materials should not be printed or reproduced as this may qualify as copyright
infringement. Images designated as Educational Fair Use are provided in low resolution which is suitable
for display on the screen but is not high quality enough for printing or reproducing. Whenever possible,
a link is included to access a higher quality version of the image on museum or educational websites. If
available, copyright information is also listed on these images.
Some of the images presented in this OER are marked with a Creative Commons license and include a
tag for Educational Fair Use, especially works of art that have been photographed while installed in
museums. The photographs of these works of art are licensed by the photographer but the twodimensional works of art are protected under copyright. The images are therefore meant only for the
purpose of education and contemplation and are included in a low resolution.

Adopting, Adapting, or Expanding the Resource
The goal for this OER is to build an educational resource that is flexible enough to address concepts
relevant to the contemporary discourse and scholarship in the visual arts. For those interested in
utilizing these course materials, I am providing below some additional information that may be useful in
expanding, adapting, or reinterpreting the materials. Editable versions are available in Microsoft
PowerPoint and Word at https://dc.etsu.edu/art-appreciation-oer/
The font used to create the presentations and written documents for this OER is Calibri.

Finding Additional Readings, Lessons, and Articles

Smarthistory: https://smarthistory.org/
Smarthistory is an extensive open educational resource which publishes outstanding essays and video
lectures about art. The Creating + Conserving section of Smarthistory includes wonderful informational
articles and videos about materials and processes: https://smarthistory.org/tag/conservation/
MoMA Learning: https://www.moma.org/learn/moma_learning/
MoMA Learning provides a wonderful selection of essays on works of modern art and also has
assignment suggestions at the bottom of each section.
KhanAcademy: https://www.khanacademy.org/.
Khan Academy is an outstanding platform of open educational resources covering a variety of academic
and scholarly topics.

Trivium Art History: https://arthistoryproject.com/
Trivium Art History is a free, online art history book with clean design and approachable descriptions of
works of art, periods of art history, and fun artist biographies. The Themes of Art section is a nice tool to
helping students explore works that match their interests. The World of Art section is a useful tool for an
exploratory World Art sketchbook prompt. The Timeline section is useful, as it separates works of art
into galleries based on period.
Introduction to Art: Design, Context, and Meaning: https://oer.galileo.usg.edu/arts-textbooks/3/
For a more traditional, textbook approach, there is an Introduction to Art open educational resource
textbook available.

Locating Images

If you are utilizing the course materials and would like to add new images that are public domain or
licensed under Creative Commons, there are several useful tips provided below for finding images.
The Met Museum: https://www.metmuseum.org/
The Met has an option to search for Open Access images within the collection here. Make sure that the
“Open Access” box is checked. The image license is CC0 1.0, and will be marked OA Public Domain at the
lower left of the image.
Google Images: https://www.google.com/imghp?hl=en&tab=wi&ogbl
Google Images has an option under “Settings” > “Advanced Search” to search by “Usage Rights”.
Choosing “Free to use share or modify” will allow a search for images suitable for expanding our OER.
Wikimedia Commons: https://commons.wikimedia.org/
Wikimedia Commons is an outstanding resource for finding open source images, with a strong collection
of works of art.
Flickr: https://www.flickr.com
Flickr allows users to specify image licenses on uploaded photographs. Click “Some rights reserved” at
the lower right of the image to check the licensing. Some images will say “Public Domain” or will be
licensed under a Creative Commons (CC) license, allowing for the use in an OER.
Smarthistory Flickr: https://www.flickr.com/groups/smarthistory/pool/
The Smarthistory Flickr is expansive with images licensed for educational purposes.
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POSTMODERNISM
Nam June Paik, Electronic Superhighway: Continental U.S., Alaska.
Hawaii, Author Ryan Somma, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY 2.0

Postmodern art is a label sometimes used to define contemporary art.

Damien Hirst, The Physical Impossibility of Death in the Mind of Someone Living, 1991.
Author: Chaostrophy, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0

The exact edges of
Postmodern Art are a bit
blurry. It begins around the
1960s and encompasses many
different art movements,
including Pop Art, Conceptual
Art, and Feminist Art, among
others.

Andy Warhol, Marilyn Diptych, 1962 at
Tate Modern, Author: Adam Fagen,
Cropped with slight color corrections,
Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0.
© 2019 The Andy Warhol Foundation for
the Visual Arts, Inc. / Artists Right
Society (ARS), New York and DACS,
London. Educational Fair Use, High
quality image here.

Postmodern art has no definitive style, and no single vision.

Nick Cave Soundsuits at YBCA, Author: Geoff
Stearns, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY 2.0

Postmodern artists reject the seriousness and pretentiousness of Modernism.
The modernist ideals of purity, truth, and the primal subconscious are discarded by the Postmodernists.

Franz Kline and Barnett Newman at MoMA, Author: C Nilsen Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0

Postmodern artists instead embrace the eclectic, the diverse, the ironic, and the everyday.

Felix Gonzalez-Torres, “Untitled” (Perfect Lovers), 1991, at Wiels. Author: Diogo Valério, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY 2.0

Postmodernism heralded a deepened interest in inclusivity and the emergence of artists who proactively
seek to diversify museums and the stories told by art history.

Guerilla Girls Poster installed at the Angewandte Innovation Lab,
Author: Lorenz Seidler, Cropped and retouched from original,
Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0 ,
Copyright © Guerrilla Girls, Courtesy www.guerrillagirls.com.

Kerry James Marshall, Untitled (Painter), 2009
On Exhibit at the Mastry Exhibition
Author: Rosa Menkman, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY 2.0.
© 2009 Kerry James Marshall
Educational Fair Use, High quality image here.

Postmodernism grew out of a world of connectivity and
pluralism, where no single idea is held above others.

Mariko Mori, Pure Land, 1996-98, glass with photo interlayer. Source: Smarthistory.
© Mariko Mori / Artist Rights Society (ARS), New York. Educational Fair Use.

Postmodernism is anti-authoritarian. It refuses
to support a single definition of art.

Ai Weiwei, Dropping a Han Dynasty Urn and Colored Vases
Author: Adrian Berg, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC 2.0

Postmodernism allows the blending of high art and…everything else.

Marina Abramović, Rhythm 0, at The Cleaner Retrospective at Palazzo Strozzi. Author: Francesco Pierantoni, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY 2.0

Postmodernism embraces appropriation,
kitsch, and pop culture.

Jeff Koons
Author: Isabell Schulz, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-SA 2.0

Postmodern artists utilize emerging technologies to make
works of art that extend beyond the bounds of the white
cube of the gallery.

Cindy Sherman’s Instagram
Source: Instagram, Screenshot, Access Date: 14 September 2019
Educational Fair Use

Postmodernism spills out into the streets and public spaces.

Jenny Holzer, Installation of Projections on the Guggenheim Museum, NYC. Author: Fluido & Franz, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0

The Postmodern artists utilize expanded art materials including photography, video, performance art,
street art, land art, and installation art.

James Turrell, Skyscape, The Way of Color, 2009. Author: Steven Zucker, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0

In Cindy Sherman’s Film Stills series, the artist utilizes photography in innovative ways to examine female
experience and identity. Casting herself as model, she creates photos that appear to be stills from films.

Cindy Sherman, Film Stills at MoMA. Author: Winter Now, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0

Made over the course of three years, Sherman’s Film Stills show generic women in stereotypical types of
scenes, like the lonely housewife, the teenage girl waiting by the phone, or the vamp, based on
Hollywood films from the 1950s and 1960s, B movies, and art films.

Cindy Sherman, Film Stills at MoMA. Author: Winter Now, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0

These are frozen moments in an untold larger narrative. The viewer is able to imagine the narrative that
might be unfolding in the moments right before and right after the photograph.

Cindy Sherman, Untitled Film Still #21, 1978. Source: MoMA,
© 2019 Cindy Sherman. Educational Fair Use, High quality image here.

This is sometimes referred to in art history as the pregnant moment. The visual clues provided within a
single image, in a single moment, allow the viewer to imagine the larger narrative.

Cindy Sherman, Untitled Film Still #21, 1978. Source: MoMA,
© 2019 Cindy Sherman. Educational Fair Use, High quality image here.

In Untitled Film Still #21, the exact storyline is left ambiguous, as are many of Sherman’s works of art. They
communicate both earnestness and irony, playfulness and seriousness.

Cindy Sherman, Untitled Film Still #21, 1978. Source: MoMA,
© 2019 Cindy Sherman. Educational Fair Use, High quality image here.

Utilizing herself as her own model, she inserts herself into the narrative. As the photographer she inverts
the gaze. She is both person gazing and the gazed-upon female subject.

Cindy Sherman, Untitled Film Still #21, 1978. Source: MoMA,
© 2019 Cindy Sherman. Educational Fair Use, High quality image here.

Sherman’s work was groundbreaking in that she elevated photography to a level that was once reserved
for painting and sculpture.

Cindy Sherman, Untitled Film Still #21, 1978. Source: MoMA,
© 2019 Cindy Sherman. Educational Fair Use, High quality image here.

View a short video featuring some of Cindy Sherman’s works, here:
http://professorbright.com/video/38117890

Adapting her work to follow advances in
technology, Sherman now publishes works of art on
Instagram connecting with a larger audience and
experimenting with a new space for artmaking.

Cindy Sherman’s Instagram
Source: Instagram, Screenshot, Access Date: 14 September 2019.
Educational Fair Use.

Cindy Sherman Exhibition at MoMA. Author: Lars K, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0

Jean-Michel Basquiat’s work blends high and low art and questions notions of race and class.

Paintings by Jean-Michel Basquiat at Beyeler, Basel. Author: Mauidw, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0

The art of Keith Haring embodies the energy of 1980s street art and urban culture in New York.

Keith Haring at work in the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam. Author: Nationaal Archief, Source: Wikimedia Commons, License: CC BY 4.0

Keith Haring was engaged with
the practice of making art that
was accessible for the general
public.
He made over 5,000 chalk
drawings in New York City
subway stations by drawing over
the black matte paper that was
used to cover advertisements
whose contract had expired. He
had to be quick as he would
have been (and was) arrested if
caught.

Keith Haring Subway Drawings, 1980s
on view at the Albertina Museum
Author: Heinz Bunse, Cropped from
original, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-SA
2.0

Watch a 4-minute mini documentary about Keith Haring:
https://youtu.be/Z0Q7K3DWILM

Haring created his own
iconography, composed of
repeating figures and shapes
throughout his many works
of art. These simplified
forms were meant to
communicate with a
broader range of people.
Keith Haring at Albertina Museum. Author: Heinz Bunse, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-SA 2.0

James Turrell’s work is often classified as earthwork, a type of art that uses nature as the palette
rather than paint or sculpture. He is a pioneering artist in using natural light as a medium.

James Turrell, Skyscape, The Way of Color, 2009. Author: Steven Zucker, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0

James Turrell’s Skyscape challenges viewers to contemplate light and color.

James Turrell, Skyscape, The Way of Color, 2009. Author: Steven Zucker, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0

In Skyscape, the viewer enters a simple circular room with an oculus in the ceiling. The room has
LED lights installed within that change the color of the space.

James Turrell, Skyscape, The Way of Color, 2009. Author: Steven Zucker, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0

The viewer gazes upward at the sky as it shifts color. The slowly shifting color of light within the
space serves to intensify the experience of the color of the sky at dawn (or dusk).

James Turrell, Skyscape, The Way of Color, 2009. Author: Steven Zucker, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0

Turrell’s Skyscape uses light as a medium and time as a primary element.

James Turrell, Skyscape, The Way of Color, 2009. Author: Steven Zucker, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0

The light shifts through time as the viewer is immersed in the experience, focused on the perfect
circle of sky visible through the oculus.

James Turrell, Skyscape, The Way of Color, 2009. Author: Steven Zucker, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0

The value of LED light within the space changes the way that the sky appears through the oculus.

James Turrell, Skyscape, The Way of Color, 2009. Author: Steven Zucker, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0

The work references the ancient Roman Pantheon’s spherical space with an oculus that projects
light around the interior space of the dome throughout the day.

James Turrell, Skyscape, The Way of Color, 2009. Author: Steven Zucker, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0

Watch artist James Turrell explaining the use of light in his works:
https://www.guggenheim.org/video/introduction-to-james-turrell

Contemporary artist Damien Hirst uses the bodies of animals in his works of art, such as his famous
The Physical Impossibility of Death in the Mind of Someone Living featuring a shark floating in brilliant
blue formaldehyde.

Damien Hirst, The Physical Impossibility of Death in the Mind of Someone Living, 1991.
Author: Chaostrophy, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0

The viewer is confronted with a massive shark, an animal that inspires fear for many people. The shark,
lifelike in its suspension within the tank, remains motionless, allowing for contemplation.

Damien Hirst, The Physical Impossibility of Death in the Mind of Someone Living, 1991.
Author: Chaostrophy, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0

Through the title, the artist asks viewers to confront their own fear of death as well as to contemplate
the reality that something that looks so alive is in fact dead. Hirst draws the viewer into the works with
a carefully balanced combination of fear and fascination.

Damien Hirst, The Physical Impossibility of Death in the Mind of Someone Living, 1991.
Author: Chaostrophy, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0

Damien Hirst, The Physical Impossibility of Death in the Mind of Someone Living, 1991. Author: Art Siegel, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC 2.0

Hirst’s works that utilize animal bodies are highly controversial with many asking questions regarding
the ethical implications of using living creatures to make the art.

Damien Hirst, The Physical Impossibility of Death in the Mind of Someone Living, 1991.
Author: Chaostrophy, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0

Others ask, “Is it art?”
What do you think?

Damien Hirst, The Physical Impossibility of Death in the Mind of Someone Living, 1991.
Author: Chaostrophy, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0

Hirst made a series of works using animal
bodies in formaldehyde, including Mother
and Child (Divided), two tanks with
animals that have been halved and placed
side by side so that the internal organs
are visible between the tanks.

Damien Hirst, Mother and Child (Divided). Author: Isabell
Schulz, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-SA 2.0

A combination of macabre subject with the
clean lines of the luminous tanks of blue
liquid with thick white frames makes these
works both unsettling and alluring.

Damien Hirst, Mother and Child (Divided). Author: Isabell
Schulz, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-SA 2.0

Other works by Damien Hirst also utilize non-traditional materials, such as his The Kingdom of the
Father, a series of works that reference Gothic stained glass windows.

Damien Hirst, The Kingdom of the Father, 2007. Author: Arcticpenguin, Cropped from original, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC 2.0

Hirst’s The Kingdom of the Father is made entirely of butterfly wings.

Damien Hirst, The Kingdom of the Father, 2007. Author: Arcticpenguin, Cropped from original, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC 2.0

Damien Hirst, The Kingdom of the Father, 2007. Author: Arcticpenguin, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC 2.0

Nam June Paik, known as the “father of video art”, is one of the first artists who began using televisual
technologies as a medium in his art.

Nam June Paik, Electronic Superhighway: Continental U.S., Alaska, Hawaii, 1995.Author Ryan Somma, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY 2.0

Paik’s Electronic Superhighway shows a map of the United States connected by borders of neon lights and
dozens of screens.

Nam June Paik, Electronic Superhighway: Continental U.S., Alaska, Hawaii, 1995.Author Ryan Somma, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY 2.0

In Nam June Paik’s
Superhighway, a grid of
television screens are framed
by outlines in neon light of
American states.
Paik included video which
shows his own associations
with the states. For example,
within the map of
geographical space, he shows
The Wizard of Oz in Kansas,
potatoes in Idaho, and his
collaborator and fellow artist,
the choreographer Merce
Cunningham in Washington.

Nam June Paik, Electronic Superhighway: Continental U.S., Alaska, Hawaii, 1995. Author Ryan
Somma, Cropped from original, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY 2.0

Paik’s Electronic
Superhighway serves as a
map of the visual culture of
America.
Named after the interstate
highways, “superhighways”
that link the country and
allow for mass transportation,
Paik suggests a digital
connection linking the
country with neon lights and
television screens.

Nam June Paik, Electronic Superhighway: Continental U.S., Alaska, Hawaii, 1995. Author Ryan
Somma, Cropped from original, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY 2.0

Electronic Superhighway emphasizes the importance of technology and media while also creating a visual
information overload which resembles the oversaturated cultural experience due to technological advances.

Nam June Paik, Electronic Superhighway: Continental U.S., Alaska, Hawaii, 1995. Author Ryan Somma, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY 2.0

Nam June Paik, Electronic Superhighway: Continental U.S., Alaska, Hawaii, 1995. Author Ryan Somma, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY 2.0

Watch an exhibition trailer by the Smithsonian Museum about artist Nam June Paik,
including video of Electronic Superhighway:
https://youtu.be/PexGYL7c-v8

Kehinde Wiley (American, born 1977).
Napoleon Leading the Army over the
Alps, 2005. Oil on canvas, 108 x 108 in.
(274.3 x 274.3 cm).
Brooklyn Museum, Partial gift of Suzi
and Andrew Booke Cohen in memory of
Ilene R. Booke and in honor of Arnold L.
Lehman, Mary Smith Dorward Fund, and
William K. Jacobs, Jr. Fund , 2015.53.
© Kehinde Wiley. Courtesy Sean Kelly
Gallery, New York
Educational Fair Use, High quality image
here.

Appropriation is an important concept in postmodernism. Appropriation in art occurs when an artist
borrows from an existing image, copying it, remaking it, changing its context, and often therefore altering its
meaning. Artists use appropriation throughout art history, borrowing imagery or compositions from
predecessors. But postmodern appropriation is deliberate and often driven by context.

David , Napoleon Crossing The Alps, Oil on canvas, 1802.
Author: Google Art Project, Source: Wikimedia Commons,
License: Public Domain

Kehinde Wiley, Napoleon Leading the Army over the Alps, 2005, Oil
paint on canvas, at the Brooklyn Museum of Art. Source: Brooklyn
Museum (cropped from original), © Kehinde Wiley. Courtesy Sean Kelly
Gallery, New York. Educational Fair Use, High quality image here.

Contemporary painter Kehinde Wiley famously repopulates works from European art history. For
example, he copied David’s Napoleon Crossing the Alps, but replaced the figure with an anonymous
black man. Wiley found his model through his “street-casting process” in which he recruits regular
people to become models for his monumental paintings.

David , Napoleon Crossing The Alps, Oil on canvas, 1802.
Author: Google Art Project, Source: Wikimedia Commons,
License: Public Domain

Kehinde Wiley, Napoleon Leading the Army over the Alps, 2005, Oil
paint on canvas, at the Brooklyn Museum of Art. Source: Brooklyn
Museum (cropped from original), © Kehinde Wiley. Courtesy Sean Kelly
Gallery, New York. Educational Fair Use, High quality image here.

The clothing that Wiley’s Napoleon
figure wears reference hip hop
culture, which also shares an interest
in appropriation and remixing.
Wiley’s Napoleon has been covered
with a more contemporary American
militaristic style of camouflage.
Napoleon’s blue military coat peaks
out from beneath the camouflage
jacket donned by Wiley’s subject.

Kehinde Wiley, Napoleon Leading the Army over the Alps, 2005, Oil paint on canvas, at
the Brooklyn Museum of Art. Source: Brooklyn Museum (cropped from original), ©
Kehinde Wiley. Courtesy Sean Kelly Gallery, New York. Educational Fair Use, High
quality image here.

The elaborately patterned background of
Wiley’s Napoleon includes tiny sperm,
accentuating the hyper-masculinity
evoked by the equestrian portrait.
The equestrian portrait (a portrait of a
man riding a horse) is an image used since
ancient Rome to denote male power. The
imagery of a male leader on a horse
recurs regularly in propaganda images of
political leaders and other important
figures.

Kehinde Wiley, Napoleon Leading the Army over the
Alps, 2005, Oil paint on canvas, at the Brooklyn
Museum of Art. Source: Brooklyn Museum.
© Kehinde Wiley. Courtesy Sean Kelly Gallery, New
York. Educational Fair Use, High quality image here.

Detail of Kehinde Wiley, Napoleon Leading the Army over the Alps, 2005, the
Brooklyn Museum of Art. Author: Gayle Clemans, Source: Smarthistory (cropped
from original)

The elaborate golden frame includes
a self-portrait in relief of the artist at
the top center.

Kehinde Wiley, Napoleon Leading the Army over the
Alps, 2005, Oil paint on canvas, at the Brooklyn
Museum of Art.
Source: Brooklyn Museum,
© Kehinde Wiley. Courtesy Sean Kelly Gallery, New
York. Educational Fair Use, High quality image here.

Kehinde Wiley at the Seattle Art Museum
Author: Alejandro De La Cruz, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0

Kehinde Wiley presents contemporary black figures in roles historically depicted in
Western art by white figures.

Kehinde Wiley’s Morpheus at the Seattle Art Museum
Author: Alejandro De La Cruz, Cropped from original, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0. Educational Fair Use.

Kehinde Wiley’s depiction of Morpheus presents a
new version of the ancient figure of the son of
sleep and a Greek god associated with dreams.

Kehinde Wiley’s Morpheus at the Seattle Art Museum
Author: Alejandro De La Cruz, Cropped from original, Source: Flickr,
License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0. Educational Fair Use.
Pierre-Narcisse Guérin, Morpheus and Iris, 1811
Author: Hermitage Museum, Source: Wikimedia Commons,
License: Public Domain

Kehinde Wiley recently painted the official presidential portrait of Barack Obama for the
National Portrait Gallery.

Kehinde Wiley, Portrait of President Barack Obama, 2018. Author: Ted Eytan, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-SA 2.0. Educational Fair Use.

Sharing a space in a gallery full of muted painting of buttoned-up presidents in their offices or darkened
stairways, Wiley’s vibrant portrait of President Obama in a space overgrown with flora is striking, fresh,
and startlingly contemporary.

Kehinde Wiley, Portrait of President Barack Obama, 2018. Author: Ted Eytan, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-SA 2.0. Educational Fair Use.

Watch the unveiling of Kehinde Wiley’s portrait of President Obama and the
portrait of Michelle Obama by Amy Sherald:
https://youtu.be/VcAA0iP9ouo

Bruce Nauman, The True Artist Helps the World by
Revealing Mystic Truths, 1967. Author: Steven
Zucker, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0

Bruce Nauman’s The True Artist
Helps the World by Revealing
Mystic Truths balances sincerity
with irony and suspicion.

Bruce Nauman, The True Artist Helps the World by
Revealing Mystic Truths, 1967, neon and clear
glass tubing, at Philadelphia Museum of Art.
Author: Steven Zucker, Source: Flickr, License: CC
BY-NC-SA 2.0

The artist Bruce Nauman, explains:
“The most difficult thing about the
whole piece for me was the statement.
It was a kind of test—like when you say
something out loud to see if you
believe it. Once written down, I could
see that the statement […] was on the
one hand a totally silly idea and yet, on
the other hand, I believed it. It’s true
and not true at the same time. It
depends on how you interpret it and
how seriously you take yourself. For
me it’s still a very strong thought.”

Bruce Nauman, The True Artist Helps the World by
Revealing Mystic Truths, 1967, neon and clear
glass tubing, at Philadelphia Museum of Art.
Author: Steven Zucker, Source: Flickr, License: CC
BY-NC-SA 2.0

The neon tube lights read:
“The true artist helps the world by
revealing mystic truths.”
Notice that even when the artist
himself speaks about the work, he
does not assign it exact meaning. It
exists in the realm of Postmodernism
in which a statement or a work of art
can simultaneously occupy multiple
positions, such as being both
perfectly earnest and “totally silly”.
The interpretation matters and the
artist is open to the work being
interpreted differently by different
viewers.

Bruce Nauman, The True Artist Helps the World by
Revealing Mystic Truths, 1967, neon and clear
glass tubing, at Philadelphia Museum of Art.
Author: Steven Zucker, Source: Flickr, License: CC
BY-NC-SA 2.0

The medium of the work of art, that of
neon lights, is a mass culture material.
Nauman hung the sign in his storefront
studio, which brought the work of art
out of the white cube of the gallery
and into a more public space.
He asks a question typically reserved
for the high culture elite, about the
role of art and the artist in society, in
neon lights to passersby on the street,
as a way to merge high culture with a
more general audience.

Bruce Nauman, The True Artist Helps the World by
Revealing Mystic Truths, 1967, neon and clear
glass tubing, at Philadelphia Museum of Art.
Author: Steven Zucker, Source: Flickr, License: CC
BY-NC-SA 2.0

Bruce Nauman, The True Artist Helps the World by
Revealing Mystic Truths, 1967, neon and clear glass
tubing, at Philadelphia Museum of Art. Author:
Steven Zucker, Source: Flickr, License: CC BY-NC-SA 2.0

Reading List: 22_Postmodernism

Contemporary Art, an introduction, article:
https://smarthistory.org/contemporary-art-an-introduction-3/
Article describing Postmodernism by Tate:
https://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-terms/p/postmodernism
MoMA on Postmodernism:
https://www.moma.org/collection/terms/84
Article on Bruce Nauman’s The True Artist Helps the World by Revealing Mystic Truths:
https://smarthistory.org/bruce-nauman-the-true-artist-helps-the-world-by-revealing-mystic-truths/
Article on Kehinde Wiley’s Napoleon Leading the Army Over the Alps:
https://smarthistory.org/kehinde-wiley-napoleon-leading-the-army-over-the-alps/
Video lecture on Cindy Sherman’s Untitled Film Still #21:
https://smarthistory.org/cindy-sherman-untitled-film-still-21/
Moma Learning on Sherman’s Film Stills:
https://www.moma.org/learn/moma_learning/cindy-sherman-untitled-film-stills-1977-80/
New York Times Article on Cindy Sherman’s Instagram:
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/10/05/magazine/instagram-cindy-sherman-uglybeauty.html
Link to Cindy Sherman’s Instagram:
https://www.instagram.com/cindysherman/
Link to short video featuring some of Cindy Sherman’s works:
http://professorbright.com/video/38117890
Article on Keith Haring’s Subway Drawings:
https://smarthistory.org/keith-haring-subway-drawings/
Mini Documentary about Keith Haring:
https://youtu.be/Z0Q7K3DWILM
Article on Basquiat:
https://smarthistory.org/jean-michel-basquiat-horn-players/
PBS The Art Assignment’s video “The Case for Video Art”:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YcXpAHVAxwY

Video exhibition trailer about Nam June Paik by the Smithsonian Museum:
https://youtu.be/PexGYL7c-v8
Nam June Paik video and article:
https://smarthistory.org/nam-june-paik-electronic-superhighway-continental-u-s-alaska-hawaii/
Video on appropriation in art, from PBS The Art Assignment:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6dIQW4DRrp8
Video lecture on James Turrell’s Skyscape:
https://smarthistory.org/james-turrell-skyscape-the-way-of-color-2/
James Turrell on his use of light as a medium:
https://www.guggenheim.org/video/introduction-to-james-turrell

